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Abstract
This paper examines Orientalism in pre-war Japanese ethnology in the case of Matsumoto
Nobuhiro. The presence of Orientalism in works of pre-war Japanese ethnologists was pointed out
by a cultural anthropologist Yamashita Shinji. However, Yamashita did not provide concrete evi-
dence from these ethnologists’ writings showing why they should be considered Orientalists.
This paper aims to contribute to understanding of Orientalism in pre-war Japanese ethnology
by the analysis of Matsumoto Nobuhiro’s writings on Southeast Asia in the period 1933-1939.
Matsumoto adopted an Orientalist perspective first from adventurous journals and then from his
study of ethnology and Oriental history. After his visit to French Indochina in 1933, Orientalism
appeared in his ideas on Southeast Asian peoples for the first time.
This paper argues that Matsumoto’s Orientalism in his writings on Southeast Asia was caused
by his adoption of social Darwinism from diffusionist ethnology that became the mainstream in
the 1930s. Consequently, Matsumoto constructed a racial hierarchy of peoples and cultures in
Southeast Asia from their position of the winners or the defeated in the history of Southeast Asia
and applied this hierarchy also for evaluating the level of civilization of Southeast Asian peoples.
For this reason, this paper examines the Orientalist dichotomy of the powerful and the weak from
social Darwinism, and the Orientalist dichotomy of the civilized and barbarian from cultural evo-
lutionism. The analysis shows that Matsumoto saw Southeast Asian peoples weak and barbarous
in comparison with the Japanese people. This suggests that Orientalist bias in pre-war Japanese
ethnology originated in the belief in social Darwinism, cultural evolutionism and diffusionism.
＊Ph. D. Candidate at the Waseda University Graduate School of Asia-Pacific Studies
Introduction
This paper aims to examine Orientalism in the pre-war Japanese ethnology in the
case of Matsumoto Nobuhiro（松本信広, 1897-1981）who became one of the founders of
Southeast Asian studies in Japan. The Orientalist perspective to Southeast Asia ap-
peared in Matsumoto’s writings especially in the 1930s after his field trip to French
Indochina in 1933. Orientalism of the Japanese ethnologists has been pointed out by a
cultural anthropologist Yamashita Shinji in 2004. 1 However, Yamashita discussed
works of the Japanese ethnologists in general and did not mention any concrete exam-
ples of Orientalist expressions. Therefore, it is not clear on which basis he called the
Japanese ethnologists Orientalists. Moreover, previous research on Matsumoto
Nobuhiro mainly explored his contribution to the formation of various disciplines in
Japan, such as to ethnology, 2 mythology, 3 Southeast Asian studies, 4 Vietnamese
studies, 5 and folklore studies. 6 Mythologist Hirafuji Kikuko examined sociologist in-
fluence on Matsumoto’s writings and inquired about Matsumoto’s connection with co-
lonialism. 7 She claimed that Matsumoto legitimized the policy of Southern Advance
by arguing the similarity between the Japanese and Southern myths and by claiming
the blood mixing between the Japanese and the South Seas peoples. 8 However,
Orientalism in Matsumoto’s works has not been discussed yet.
For this reason, this paper will explore Matsumoto’s writings on Southeast Asia in
the period 1933-1939 in order to underline the presence of Orientalism in Matsumoto’s
ideas on Southeast Asia. Orientalism is a biased view of Asia and the Orient which
still exists among common people as well as among scholars in the world. Therefore,
this paper wishes to contribute to understanding of this problem.
The term Orientalism was coined by American scholar Edward W. Saïd（1935-2003）
in his book Orientalism（1978）9 . He criticized that the framework Western scholars
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used to perceive the Orient was biased, especially since it reflected a colonial power’
s attitude towards its subjugated people. In his work, Saïd introduced dichotomies ex-
isting in Orientalism: the dichotomy of the West and the East as “we” and “the others,”
the rulers and the ruled, and the civilized and the barbarians respectively. 10 Saïd also
argued that Orientalists were dictated by preconceived ideas about the West’s colonial
possessions in the Orient, where Western attitudes brought about romanticized notions
of the exquisite beauty of the region. 11 To further expand on the matter, Saïd devel-
oped an interpretation of the Orientalist perspective where the West saw the Orient as
a conglomeration of exotic barbarian countries ruled by Western people.
Matsumoto Nobuhiro was exposed to the Orientalist perspective in the early 20th
century. This was because he loved adventurous stories that took place in various ex-
otic places where the protagonists came in contact with primitive peoples. 12 Later,
Matsumoto’s Orientalist thinking was developed by his adoption of evolutionism and
by his study of Oriental history and ethnology from Western scholars. 13 Matsumoto’s
belief in evolutionism appears in his early writings in the 1920s. In his graduation the-
sis “The Research of the Family in Ancient China,” Matsumoto claimed: “Nobody be-
lieves that the trajectory of the human evolution is only one, that the condition of the
social organization through which civilized nations have gone exists among the uncivi-
lized peoples of the mankind now. Of course, activities of the races take different form
according to their different goals and circumstances, and their trajectories of the evo-
lution are different. However, the thinking existing among the races is generally same
for all peoples; it is no doubt that there is a limited universality that peoples develop
on the common trajectory.” 14
Together with evolutionism, Matsumoto adopted also ethnological research method
which compared ancient culture of the civilized peoples with contemporary culture of
the primitive peoples for the purpose to clarify human origins. Among others, he com-
pared vocabulary of the contemporary Southeast Asian languages with vocabulary of
the ancient Japanese language in his doctoral thesis at Sorbonne University The
Japanese and the Austro-Asiatic languages: A Comparative Study of Vocabulary. 15
Furthermore, when he visited French Indochina in 1933, he mentioned that local cul-
ture was similar to the past Japanese culture. For example, he wrote: “When I think
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that Annamese 16 dye their teeth black, it reminds me of the old custom of our ance-
stors.” 17 Since Matsumoto believed in evolutionism and perceived Southeast Asian cul-
ture as similar to old Japanese culture, it implies that he considered contemporary
Southeast Asian culture as evolutionarily backward in comparison with contemporary
Japanese culture. This Matsumoto’s opinion is also obvious from his comment to the
present Vietnamese situation: “...the Annamese society that is in such an infant degree
of the development....” 18
This implies that Matsumoto had cultural hierarchy based on evolutionism. This is
because cultural evolutionism was spread by the Japanese educator Fukuzawa Yukichi
as a part of his ideas for Japan’s modernization in the second half of the 19th
century. 19 Fukuzawa’s legation took deep roots in Matsumoto’s mind because
Matsumoto received his education at the high school and university established by
Fukuzawa and also Matsumoto’s academic career was connected with these institu-
tions. 20 Hence, Matsumoto was an example of an educated Japanese who had the
Orientalist perspective of “the civilized” and “barbarian” based on cultural evolution-
ism.
Furthermore, Matsumoto adopted the Orientalist perspective of “the powerful” and
“the weak” from social Darwinism. In his early writings, Matsumoto refused social
Darwinism “...even though there is a hypothesis that the primitive society was always
in state of fighting, this does not correspond to the relatively peaceful situation of the
barbarians now.” 21 However, he changed his opinion after he received diffusionist in-
fluence 22 in the 1930s. He described the struggles between peoples in Indochina as fol-
lows: “History of fighting between the races in this Indochina Peninsula has been
repeating several times from immemorial; waves of peoples descending from the North
to the South were especially strong; newly coming peoples who were brought up in
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the northern region or the cold zone and were educated in strong culture conquered
the previous peoples who were weakened and stagnating in the South, and invented
a new culture in Indochina; we can imagine that something like this repeated several
times in this country.” 23 This quotation clearly reflects that Matsumoto’s belief in so-
cial Darwinism came from diffusionist ethnology that paid attention to cultural diffu-
sion through the migration of various peoples and contacts（fighting）among them.
In this way, under the influence of diffussionist ethnology, Matsumoto’s Orientalism
was based on social Darwinian theories of the struggle for survival and cultural evolu-
tionism in its dichotomies between “the powerful” and “the weak,” and “the civilized”
and “the barbarian.” The following two sections will show that Matsumoto employed
the dichotomy of the powerful and the weak, and the civilized and barbarian in his
ideas on Southeast Asia.
1. Matsumoto’s hierarchy of Southeast Asian peoples based on dichotomy
of the powerful and the weak
This section will discuss the dichotomy of the powerful and the weak in Matsumo
to’s ideas on Southeast Asia. It will try to reconstruct Matsumoto’s hierarchy of the
Southeast Asian peoples, especially with the people in Indochina and using
Indochinese history to evaluate them.
Matsumoto adopted the dichotomy of the powerful and the weak from the theory
of the survival of the fittest in social Darwinism which spread alongside the domi-
nance of diffusionist ethnology both in the world and Japan in the 1930s. Since
diffusionist scholars considered contacts between various ethnic groups an important
condition for the transmission of cultural influence, they paid attention to the history
of migration and conflicts of ethnic groups. Consequently, they proposed theories ex-
plaining cultural influences on different ethnic groups as a result of foreign invasions.
In particular, Matsumoto adopted Robert Heine-Geldern’s migration theories on the
movement of people to and from continental Southeast Asia in ancient times. 24 As a
result of this diffusionist influence, Matsumoto interpreted contacts between different
peoples through the lens of the Darwinist theory of struggle for survival, in which the
powerful won over the weak.
In this way, Matsumoto perceived the history of Indochina from a social Darwinist
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perspective where a cycle of victory and defeat of various Southeast Asian peoples un-
derlined their struggle for survival since times immemorial. 25 In his paper “The
Genealogy of Indochina Languages,” Matsumoto argued: “If we study about the geneal-
ogy of Indochina languages, we can learn about the rise and fall of cultures of peoples
living on this peninsula.” 26 Matsumoto also interpreted Japanese ancient history in a
similar way in his writing “An Opinion on the Japanese Myths”: “...this migration was
not in order to occupy a completely uninhabited land; it was a migration to break into
a similar race that occupied the land earlier: to conquer it, assimilate it, and form a
new state.” 27 Therefore, he surmised that migrations always involved an armed con-
flict between a powerful foreign invader and the local people. In addition, he thought
that local peoples in the Southern regions were weak as a result of the negative effect
of the climate: “The tropical climate makes a refined mental ability dull ...makes these
races that were active lazy and weak; this is the strong cause why races of Annam,
Thai and Burma who went south were daunted.” 28 Thus, he assumed that weak
Southern peoples were defeated by stronger Northern peoples who went south.
First, Matsumoto accepted the Western diffusionist theories about the competition
of the original inhabitants of continental Southeast Asia with foreign invaders from
North. Through Matsumoto’s writings “The Peoples of Indochina,” “I have Seen Indochi-
na,” “Travel Records from Annam” and “Ancient Indochina”, it can be discerned that
he considered Negritos, Indonesians and Austronesians as original inhabitants of this
area in the Stone Age. 29 He argued that Negritos were originally spread over a vast
territory of Indochina, but were expelled by the invasion of Indonesian tribes speaking
Austro-Asiatic languages. 30 In his paper “Languages of Indochina,” Matsumoto wrote:
“The earliest wave of the races was Mon-Khmer, one of the Austro-Asiatic tribes, and
they entered from the North.” 31 Consequently, Matsumoto thought that tribes speak-
ing Austro-Asiatic languages（and Austronesian languages since Matsumoto tended to
use these languages interchangeably）defeated aboriginal Negritos of Southeast Asia.
Based on this theory, Matsumoto theorized that Negritos tribes in the Malay
Mountains of Sedang and Senoi speak the Austro-Asiatic languages because they
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adopted them from their invaders. 32 Thus, Matsumoto considered Indonesians speak-
ing Austro-Asiatic and Austronesian languages to be more powerful than Negritos.
Matsumoto accepted Western diffusionist theories about the invasion of Mongoloid
races over Indochina from China in the North during the Neolitic era. This opinion
was presented in Matsumoto’s papers “I have Seen Indochina,” “Travel Records from
Annam,” “The Genealogy of Indochina Languages” and “Ancient Indochina.” 33
Matsumoto believed that the Mongoloid tribes expelled the aborigine inhabitants, by
driving them to the mountains or out of Indochina altogether and forced them to mi-
grate to maritime Southeast Asia. Therefore, he called Indochina “an outlet through
which ethnic groups made their way from Middle Asia and spread towards the South
Seas” 34 and “a gateway from the continent to the South Seas islands.” 35 For this rea-
son, he assumed that the Indonesian tribes who were oppressed by the Mongoloid
tribes had close relations with the contemporary people of Indonesian and Melanesian
genealogy living on the islands of the South Seas. 36 In other words, Matsumoto be-
lieved that Mongoloid tribes that invaded from the North in the Neolithic Period
gradually occupied Indochina and won over the previous inhabitants who spoke
Austro-Asiatic and Austronesian languages. This means that Matsumoto thought that
Mongoloid race was more powerful than the Austro-Asiatic and Austronesian speakers.
However, Matsumoto also believed that the Mongoloid tribes that invaded
Indochina mixed with the aborigine inhabitants to some extent. Matsumoto mentioned
namely the case of mixing Vietnamese ancestors from the North with the local inhabi-
tants of Indochina in his paper “The peoples of Indochina”: “...the territory of these pre-
vious inhabitants was attacked from the North and the peoples of Mongolian race ...
grasped the power in Indochina; they mixed with the people in the Eastern plains and
gave birth to the Annamese people.” 37 In short, he thought that the Vietnamese were
a mixture of the Mongoloid race and the Indonesian people, 38 or in other words, with
Mon-Khmer people, that are Austro-Asiatic speakers. 39 Therefore, Matsumoto consid-
ered the Vietnamese were born from the mixing of the superior Mongoloid race with
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the inferior Indonesian race speaking Austro-Asiatic languages. This explains his state-
ment in his paper “I Have Seen Indochina” that the Vietnamese belonged to the most
inferior people of Mongoloid race. 40
Furthermore, Matsumoto considered the Vietnamese to be inferior among
Mongoloid people also because the Vietnamese people were under Chinese political in-
fluence from the beginning of their history. First, Matsumoto believed that Vietnamese
ancestors were among the Mongoloid tribes expelled from their homeland by the ex-
pansion of Chinese settlements. This is largely based on the fact Matsumoto accepted
the opinion of Western scholars that the migration of the Mongoloid tribes to
Indochina was caused by expansion of the Chinese race in China. 41 Second, Matsumoto
knew that the Vietnamese were a Chinese colony for a thousand years. 42 Third,
Matsumoto knew about the political influence of China in Vietnam before the estab-
lishment of French Indochina. 43 From these points, it can be said that the historical
facts provided Matsumoto with the evidential basis for his belief in the superiority of
Chinese people over Vietnamese people from the social Darwinist perspective.
Nevertheless, within the scope of Indochina Peninsula, Matsumoto considered
Vietnamese and Thai peoples powerful. This is because he agreed with French opinion
that these peoples played an important role in contemporary Indochina. 44 He consid-
ered the Vietnamese people to be the most important among the people of Indochina
because the Vietnamese population was largest among the people of Indochina and be-
cause Vietnam was the most successful in their expansion of power over the
Indochina Peninsula before the French aggression. In his paper “Ancient Indochina,”
Matsumoto wrote: “The most powerful race in the present Indochina is Annamese peo-
ple. Their population is 15 million... Their homeland is in Red River Valley and
Annam, they expanded South and usurped Central and Southern Annam from the
Cham people, and occupied the plains of Cochinchina from Cambodians. If there had
been no intervention by France, it is surmised that their territory would have been ex-
tended more to the West.” 45 Thus, Matsumoto thought that the Vietnamese were the
most powerful in Indochina due to their successful expansion in the history of
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Indochina before the French aggression.
Furthermore, he emphasized the Thai people’s importance: “The next influential
people after the Annamese are the Thai people.” 46 This is most likely because the eth-
nic group of Thai people was numerous and because Thai people had the only inde-
pendent state in Indochina Peninsula. 47 This means that Matsumoto considered the
Vietnamese people to be more important than the Thai people, although the
Vietnamese people, being part of French Indochina under French rule, lost their inde-
pendence while the Thai people retained theirs.
Matsumoto’s opinion can be explained by historical facts before the establishment
of French rule in Vietnam. It is because Vietnam continuously attacked Siam. 48 This
fact was recorded in Matsumoto’s paper “Peoples of Indochina”: “Also the Western
neighbors, the Thai ethnic group, received unceasing pressure of the Annamese and
their borders were invaded.” 49
However, it is also possible that Matsumoto considered the Vietnamese the most
important people in Indochina because he simply adopted the opinion of the French
scholars. This French opinion reflected the position of the Vietnamese people in the
French administration of French Indochina and neglected the position of the Thai peo-
ple since the people of Thai genealogy did not play a significant role in French
Indochina. Moreover, Matsumoto did not mention any theories explaining the birth of
the Thai people. He did not mention whether if Thai people in Indochina also mixed
with Indonesians or not. Thus, the reason why Matsumoto considered Vietnamese peo-
ple to be more important than Thai people can be only assumed.
In addition, Matsumoto assumed that the Japanese were more powerful than the
Chinese in the struggle for survival. He came to this conclusion because he witnessed
the success of Japanese military power in the Second Sino-Japanese War by not only
through the means of newspapers but also from his observations during his research
trips to China in 1938 and 1939. In his paper “Pilgrimage around the Battlefields,” he
compared the Chinese inferior position in the war with the Japanese as “a mouse in
front of a cat.” 50 In short, contemporary circumstances provided Matsumoto with
“evidences” of Chinese inferiority from the perspective of military and political power.
Finally, Matsumoto considered the Europeans the most powerful race. In concrete
terms, his paper “I Have Seen Indochina” shows that he considered the French the
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most powerful race in French Indochina because they ruled over the local peoples. 51
In this way, according to Matsumoto, the European people occupied the top position
in the hierarchy of the peoples in Southeast Asia.
In summary, Matsumoto developed an Orientalist perspective of peoples in
Southeast Asia based on the social Darwinist theory in which only the fit is selected
for survival. By adopting the dichotomy of the powerful and the weak, Matsumoto
constructed his hierarchy of peoples in Indochina from the result of their military
strength in the known history of Indochina as follows （see Table 1）: Negritos,
Indonesians（=Austro-Asiatic and Austronesian speakers）, Mongoloid, and European
peoples from inferior to superior. Matsumoto’s hierarchy of Mongoloid peoples was
Thai, Vietnamese, Chinese and Japanese from inferior to superior. Thus, Matsumoto
placed the Europeans on the top of mankind and the Japanese on the top of Asian
peoples. This racist bias suggests that Matsumoto himself as a Japanese had an inferi-
ority complex towards Europeans while having a superiority complex towards differ-
ent Asian peoples. This thinking was common for the Japanese people in Matsumoto’s
era. However, due to adoption of the diffusionist theories, Matsumoto had the impres-
sion that his Orientalist ideas were supported scientifically by ethnology.
2. Matsumoto’s hierarchy of the people of Indochina based on dichotomy
of the civilized and the primitive
This section will examine the dichotomy of the civilized and the primitive in Matsu-
moto’s writings on Southeast Asia. From this perspective, it will try to reconstruct
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Table 1: Matsumoto Nobuhiro’s hierarchy of peoples
in Southeast Asia according to his evaluation of their power
Power hierarchy Race Ethnic group
Superior Europeans French
Mongoloid
Japanese
Chinese
Vietnamese
Thai
Indonesians（Austro-Asiatic
and Austronesian） Cham, Cambodians etc.
Inferior Negritos Senoi, Sedang
51 Nobuhiro Matsumoto, “Indoshina wo mite,” Gaiko jiho, dai 703 go, Gaiko jihosha, 15.03.1934, p.134. “Indoshi-
na no bunka ge,” Iwanami koza Toyo shicho, IX, Iwanami shoten, 1935, p.95.
Matsumoto’s hierarchy of cultures in Southeast Asia with the focus on Indochina.
Matsumoto also had an Orientalist bias in his judgment about the cultures of
Southeast Asian peoples since he dealt with the dichotomy of the civilized and the
primitive in his writings on Southeast Asia. He looked into the aspect of civilization
in his Orientalist ideas about the struggle of people in Indochina. This fact can be
proved by his writing “The Incident and the Universities” which presents his opinion
about the Second Sino-Japanese War: “I do not know how it was in the barbarian pe-
riod, but in the present, when a race fights another race, we have to give it signifi-
cance like the fight of cultures.” 52 This suggests that he believed that the level of
cultural development determined the outcome of the fight for survival. Consequently,
Matsumoto held a bias that a civilized race was always the winner in an armed con-
frontation with a primitive race.
This idea became especially pronounced after his visit to the Southern Pacific is-
lands where he could witness the dominance of the Japanese people over the aborigi-
nal inhabitants. Matsumoto expressed this opinion clearly in his paper “Seeing Our
South Seas”: “When civilized men and primitive men come into contact, it is unavoid-
able by the laws of the nature that the latter are gradually oppressed. Even in the
case of our South Seas, with the development of the Japanese business there, it is ac-
companied by a difficult fact that the islanders are gradually threatened.” 53 In short,
Matsumoto assumed that the Japanese who were the winners over the native islanders
were holders of more advanced culture. Therefore, Matsumoto’s hierarchy of
Indochinese people can be reconsidered from the cultural evolutionist perspective of
the dichotomy between the civilized and the barbarian.
Among the peoples of Indochina, Matsumoto was most interested in the speakers of
the Austro-Asiatic languages as representatives of an important civilization of
Southeast Asia in the Stone Age and the Bronze Age. He was drawn to the primeval
culture and thought that the culture of Austro-Asiatic speakers before the invasion of
Mongoloid tribes to Indochina was the primeval culture of Indochina. 54 In relation to
this primeval culture, Matsumoto accepted Robert Heine-Geldern’s theory that the
shouldered stone ax was a typical element of the culture of people speaking Austro-
Asiatic languages. 55 Furthermore, Matsumoto surmised that Austro-Asiatic speakers
produced megalithic sculptures 56 and distributed the famous bronze drums in
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Southeast Asia and Southern China. 57 Based on these scientific arguments related to
Austro-Asiatic speakers, Matsumoto claimed that Mon-Khmer languages were most in-
teresting among the languages of Indochina since he considered Mon-Khmer languages
typical Austro-Asiatic languages. 58 Furthermore, under the influence of the theory of
remnants, he thought that the study of contemporary Moi people, whose language be-
longs to Mon-Khmer languages, could provide further insight on the ancient culture of
Indochina: “This primitive culture of the Moi people probably indicates the condition
of culture before the influx of the Chinese and Indian civilizations to Indochina.” 59
Thus, since Matsumoto was captivated by Austro-Asiatic culture as the primeval cul-
ture that existed before the import of the Chinese and Indian cultures, he thought that
the Sinicized or Indianized cultures of Indochina peoples were more advanced than the
Austro-Asiatic culture without Chinese or Indian influence.
However, he did not mention his interpretation of the relation between the culture
of Austro-Asiatic speakers and Negritos. This means he ignored the culture of Negritos
who were conquered by the Austro-Asiatic speakers（Indonesians）. Thus, Matsumoto
considered the culture of Austro-Asiatic speakers to be the holders of the first civiliza-
tion in Indochina before the import of the Chinese and Indian cultures. For this rea-
son, he designated Mon-Khmer languages as “languages of civilization” in his paper
“The Genealogy of Indochina Languages.” 60 Therefore, Matsumoto probably assumed
that the Negritos did not have any significant culture.
Matsumoto paid attention to the Chinese and Indian influence in his evaluation of
the culture of Indochinese peoples. He accepted the theory that the culture of peoples
in the Indochina Peninsula was influenced by the Chinese civilization from the North
and the Indian civilization from the West. 61 Among the peoples of Indochina, he con-
sidered the Vietnamese people to be “the representatives of the Chinese culture” 62 be-
cause they were Sinicized during Chinese colonization and followed the Chinese model
of the state. 63 Matsumoto learnt historical facts that Sinicized Vietnam conquered
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Champa and colonized Cambodia whereas Champa and Cambodia were Indianized
states. 64 He also knew that states of Thai people, such as Siam and Laos, which were
attacked by the Vietnamese, adopted Indian culture. 65 Thus, Matsumoto believed that
Sinicized peoples（Vietnamese）were stronger than Indianized peoples（Cambodians,
Cham, Thai, Laotians, etc.）and he considered Sinicized peoples more civilized than
Indianized peoples.
Matsumoto’s opinion probably reflects a Sinocentric perspective of the Japanese in-
terpretation of Asian history because the Japanese themselves belonged to the Asian
people who received strong Chinese influence. Hence, because of Matsumoto’s cultural
background and knowledge, it was easy for Matsumoto to agree to the concept that
Sinicized culture was superior to Indianized culture.
Furthermore, Matsumoto considered Chinese people to be more civilized than the
Sinicized people of Indochina. Since Matsumoto followed diffusionist theory, he consid-
ered the influenced people less civilized than the people who provided the cultural in-
fluence. He wrote in his paper “I Have Seen Indochina” that the contemporary
Vietnamese were slightly less advanced in the cultural stage than the contemporary
Chinese despite being almost the same race as the Chinese. 66 In Vietnam, Matsumoto
was “surprised by the immense power of the Chinese culture.” 67 He found “the Chinese
style” of the Vietnamese architecture less majestic than that of the Chinese architec-
ture he knew of from his visit to China in 1918. 68 Also, he considered books written in
Vietnamized characters Chu Nom inferior to books written in Chinese characters. 69
The reason for Matsumoto’s lower evaluation of the Vietnamese culture in comparison
with Chinese culture was probably because he had discovered the elements of the
local culture which he called “Annamese” corresponded with the Southern specificity
or the Southern style. 70 He explained that in his paper “Culture of Indochina”:
“Annamese arts and crafts are China’s extension, but they were cultivated in a specific
climate that was in contact with Indian culture in the West and the South, so they
gradually developed their peculiar look…” 71 Therefore, Matsumoto assumed that the
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climate of Indochina and Indian influence made Vietnamese culture less advanced than
the Chinese culture.
However, Matsumoto considered the Chinese less civilized than the Japanese despite
the fact that the Japanese were also heavily Sinicized people. In his writing “Travel
Diary to Southern Islands（Saipan, Yap, Palau, New Guinea）,” he disclosed his satisfac-
tion that the superiority of the Japanese over the Chinese was acknowledged by New
Guinean people: “In general, I found a pleasant thing when I came to New Guinea,
even more than in our South Seas; when aborigines see a Japanese, they greet him
‘Hello, Sir.’ It seems they never greet the Chinese by calling them ‘Sir.’ It is because
they have learnt the excellence of the Japanese.” 72 This reveals that, in the case of
Japan, Matsumoto did not follow the diffusionist interpretation that Sinicized culture
is inferior to the Chinese culture.
Obviously, Matsumoto considered the Japanese more civilized than the Chinese be-
cause the Japanese were more westernized. This is visible in Matsumoto’s opinion on
the level of modern Chinese research: “Chinese archaeological research of earthenware
is still in its early infant stage.” 73 Since archaeology was an academic discipline devel-
oped by the Western people, Matsumoto criticizes Chinese archaeology for its insuffi-
cient adoption of the Western culture. In other words, he considered the Chinese
culture to be less westernized than Japanese culture and thus inferior to the Japanese
westernized culture.
Moreover, Matsumoto thought that the further advance of the contemporary
Vietnamese culture was hindered by the French rule in Indochina. In his paper
“Impressions from Indochina,” Matsumoto wrote: “But under the French rule, the
Annamese, too, cannot sufficiently expand their original culture. Many of them live in
misery, sinking in the naivety not different from the past.” 74 This citation suggests
that Matsumoto was aware that contemporary French policy did not sufficiently con-
tribute to the development of the Vietnamese people.
As a remedy to the Vietnamese problem, Matsumoto proposed the adoption of mod-
ern Japanese culture. In his paper “I Have Seen Indochina,” Matsumoto wrote: “What
the Annamese need is that we take our places by their side and supply cheap goods
so that we can meet their demand, and thus promote the spirit of progress in them,
stimulate their luxurious heart, to develop their industry, to increase their fortune.
Furthermore, they need a nation that they could emulate and provide them the model
of civilization and production.” 75 In the same paper, Matsumoto claimed that the
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French culture “did not match well with the Annamese culture.” 76 Matsumoto thought
that the Japanese were better teachers than the French because they were less west-
ernized than Western people and because they successfully digested the Western cul-
ture. Especially since Matsumoto himself is an example of a French-educated Japanese.
In accordance with Japanese propaganda, Matsumoto suggested that Vietnamese
people should learn Western civilization from Japanese people rather than from French
people. This meant that he considered the Vietnamese unable to learn Western civiliza-
tion from France. If this was the case, then it is likely he either chose to ignore or
completely neglected the fact that there was a certain group of Vietnamese that re-
ceived French education either at home or in France. Eitherways, this poses a problem
with his argument especially since he had personally met with this class of
Vietnamese intelligentsia both in Paris and Vietnam. He met with a Vietnamese for
the first time during his studies at Sorbonne University in 1924-1928. 77 Moreover,
Matsumoto believed that Vietnamese were capable of studying Western science since
he evaluated the Vietnamese researchers: “I am glad that recently the folkloristic re-
search is becoming popular among young Annamese scholars.” 78 He drew from the re-
search of the Vietnamese scholars of the Ecole fran aise d'Extreme-Orient（EFEO）,
such as Nguyen Van Khoan, in his writings on the Vietnamese culture. 79 He even
wrote a review of Nguyen Van Khoan’s work appreciating Khoan’s academic level:
“The author’s description is always a report without any analogy and dogma and I am
happy that he mentions the custom of his countrymen faithfully.” 80 Therefore,
Matsumoto knew that Vietnamese were able to adopt Western civilization directly
from the European people.
This means that he chose to follow the Japanese propaganda because he found it
useful for presenting his works on Indochina. In this time, the Japanese scholars were
under pressure to put their works in the framework of the Japanese policy which took
nationalist tone. Consequently, Matsumoto, for example, did not present a research on
the Japanese imperial myths after 1934 because it was dangerous to publish an ethno-
logical or mythological research on this topic for the reason that it undermined nation-
alist ideology. 81 Moreover, Matsumoto considered the connection of ethnology and the
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Japanese policy as a norm because he witnessed the establishment of the Institute
of Ethnology with the support of the Ministry of Colonies during his studies in
France. 82 In his writing “From Paris,” Matsumoto mentioned “the necessity of ethnol-
ogy for the colonial administration.” 83 Also, during the era of the Greater East Asia
Co-Prosperity Sphere, Matsumoto appealed to the Japanese military men to make use
of ethnological knowledge of Southeast Asian peoples in their policy-making. 84
Therefore, Matsumoto was aware of contradictions between his ideas and the national-
ist propaganda, but as a Japanese ethnologist he felt obligated to present his ethno-
logical research in relation to the current Japanese policy.
Furthermore, by suggesting that the Vietnamese should learn modern culture from
the Japanese, Matsumoto was admitting that the Japanese westernized culture did not
reach the level of Western culture. Indeed, after his return from his studies at
Sorbonne University, Matsumoto described the high quality of the French universities
in his writings. 85 In his paper “Present Oriental Studies in France”（1930）, Matsumoto
claimed that “France still maintains superiority in Oriental research.” 86 In 1933, the
high level of French Oriental studies was the reason for Matsumoto’s trip to Vietnam
where he focused on the collection of Western writings. After visiting the EFEO in
Hanoi, Matsumoto admitted that “French researchers are a little bit ahead in Oriental
studies.” 87 Thus, on the basis of his experience as a scholar, Matsumoto considered
French culture superior to Japanese culture because he thought that westernized
Japanese culture did not reach the same level with French culture.
Matsumoto was also aware of the European cultural superiority during his trip to
French Indochina. His feelings about his visit of the royal gardens in Hue show that
he believed that Europeans were the most excellent race. He described it in his writing
“Impressions from Indochina” as follows: “But still, I feel really thankful that I was
permitted to enter such a very interesting place equally like Europeans for the reason
of being a citizen of the first-class nation.” 88 In other words, although Matsumoto
thought that the Japanese were the most superior out of the Asian peoples, he consid-
ered Europeans to be the most superior out of all races and wished the Japanese were
treated like Europeans.
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Matsumoto’s thinking also reflected Japanese efforts for racial equality with
Western people in that time. Indeed, in 1933, Japan withdrew from the League of
Nations because the Western powers refused its request to acknowledge the racial
equality of all peoples. In this context, Japan’s inferiority complex in relation to the
West was beyond Matsumoto’s ideas of Japanese relations with Southeast Asian peo-
ples.
In summary, from the dichotomy of the civilized and the barbarian in Matsumoto’s
writing, it is possible to reconstruct Matsumoto’s cultural hierarchy of the peoples in
Indochina Peninsula. This hierarchy is shown in Table 2 above. From inferior to supe-
rior, Matsumoto ranked cultures as follows: Austro-Asiatic and Austronesian culture
without Indian and Chinese influence, Indianized culture, Sinicized culture, Chinese cul-
ture, Japanese culture and European culture. Consequently, from the barbarian to the
civilized, his cultural hierarchy of contemporary people in Indochina was the follow-
ing: non-Indianized, non-Sinicized and non-westernized Indonesians or Austro-Asiatic
and Austronesian speakers（Moi, etc.）; Indianized Indonesians or Austro-Asiatic and
Austronesian speakers （Cham, Cambodians, etc.）; Indianized and less westernized
Mongoloid people （Thai）; Sinicized and less westernized Mongoloid people
（Vietnamese）; more westernized and most Sinized Mongoloid people （Chinese）;
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Table 2: Matsumoto Nobuhiro’s hierarchy of peoples
in Indochina according to his evaluation of their culture
Hierarchy Culture Races Ethnic group
Civilized Western culture European French
Sinicized and most
westernized
Mongoloid
Japanese
Most Sinicized and
less westernized
Chinese
Sinicized and less
westernized
Vietnamese
Indianized and less
westernized
Thai
Indianized, non-Sinicized
non-westernized
Austro-Asiatic and
Austronesian
（Indonesian）
Cham, Cambodians
Non-Indianized,
non-Sinicized,
non-westernized
Austro-Asiatic and
Austronesian
（Indonesian）
Moi
Barbarian
Sinicized and most westernized Mongoloid people（Japanese）and completely western-
ized Western people（French） from the barbarian to the civilized. In this light,
Matsumoto put Japanese people on the top of Asian（Oriental）peoples because they
were most westernized.
CONCLUSION
The examination of Orientalist dichotomies in Matsumoto’s writings in the 1930s
showed that Matsumoto’s Orientalism was based on social Darwinism that he fre-
quently employed due to his adoption of diffusionism in his ethnology. Therefore,
Matsumoto judged peoples of Southeast Asia according their position as the winner or
the defeated in the history of the struggle of races. He also took this perspective to-
wards their cultures because he believed that the level of civilization determined the
result of the fight between races. Consequently, Matsumoto constructed a racial hierar-
chy in which Europeans occupied the top of mankind, Japanese occupied the top of
Asian and Mongoloid peoples, and Southeast Asian peoples were perceived as inferior
to the Chinese, Japanese and European peoples.
In addition, Matsumoto’s concept of cultural hierarchy was based on cultural
evolutionism preaching the superiority of Western civilization over Oriental civiliza-
tion. This clearly reflects diffusionist theory in which a culture that imposes its influ-
ence on a different culture is considered superior to the different culture that it
influences since many Asian peoples have been exposed to westernization. Therefore,
contrary to the nationalistic concept of the Japanese people, Matsumoto’s idea of
Japanese cultural superiority over other Asian peoples did not come from the belief
that the Japanese were a nation chosen by gods. Moreover, Matsumoto applied the
idea of the Japanese leadership in Asia from Japanese propaganda to his writings
probably in order to claim the importance of his ideas on Indochina. Since he inter-
preted Southeast Asian peoples as culturally inferior to the Japanese people from his
ethnological research, the idea of Japanese leadership over the Southeast Asian peoples
came to him naturally.
Matsumoto rarely called Southeast Asian peoples “inferior” in his writings.
However, since he generally labeled them as “weak” or “primitive”, it is clear that he
considered them to be inferior in the aspects of power and civilization. This evolution-
ist perspective appears also in Matsumoto’s book written during the Vietnam War:
“Vietnamese are very proud nation, they do not submit although they are beaten; they
are similar to us, Japanese, in the point they are quick in imitating and responding.
Under the French rule, they have well adopted the French culture; their elites have ac-
quired the French education. Today, they feel strong rivalry against America, but we
expect that they will be active as transmitters of European culture in Southeast Asia
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in the far future.” 89 This quotation suggests that Matsumoto kept his evolutionist per-
spective considering Vietnamese culture as less significant than Western culture be-
cause he expected the Vietnamese to spread European, not Vietnamese culture. To sum
up, the case of Matsumoto’s writings on Southeast Asia suggests that Orientalism in
pre-war Japanese ethnology was caused by the belief in social Darwinism, cultural evo-
lutionism and diffusionism that Japanese ethnologists adopted from Western scholars.
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